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Gods of Physical Violence, Stopping at Nothing: 
Masculinity, Religion, and Art in the Work 
of Zora Neale Hurston 
Peter Kerry Powers 
There is nothing so exhilarating as watching well-matched op-
ponents go into action. The entire world likes action Hence 
prize-fighters become millionaires.1 
The first decades of the twentieth century were years of tre-
mendous upheaval in the American experience of both religion and 
gender. Industrialization and urbanization transformed nineteenth-
century understandings of masculinity and femininity, while massive 
immigration, debates between modernists and fundamentalists, and 
the diverse entertainments and opportunities of city life began to 
challenge the cultural preeminence of American Protestantism. No-
where was this upheaval felt more acutely—as both an opportunity 
and a cause for anxiety—than among African Americans. The glow-
ing prospect of better-paying work in the industrial North, as well as 
the chance to escape the most egregious racism of the Jim Crow 
South, lured hundreds of thousands of African Americans northward, 
a great tumultuous river flowing toward what seemed to be freedom. 
It was a period when, in Du Bois's words, African American men felt 
their best chance to attain "self-conscious manhood/72 As a result, the 
Great Migration transformed African American culture and religion 
as southern migrants swamped the northern cities. Southern churches 
were emptied of congregants, leaving ministers to chase after flocks 
who ignored their sometimes earnest pleading to stay at home in the 
South. Traditional northern churches enjoyed unprecedented wealth 
and prestige as their congregations mushroomed, seemingly over-
night. However, these new religious juggernauts also competed with 
proliferating storefront sects that developed their theology and liturgy 
on the fly. And, as with other ethnic groups, diversity of opportunity in 
the urban environment promoted the development of a self-consciously 
secular intelligentsia and its attendant cultural institutions. 
Among African Americans, this intelligentsia is associated, of 
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course, with the writers, artists, and intellectuals who made up what 
has come to be called the Harlem Renaissance. These writers under-
stood themselves as the vanguard of what Alain Locke called "the 
New Negro/7 self-confident and assertive African Americans who re-
jected older models of Negro subservience, silence, and long-suffering.3 
And, fairly or unfairly, this group often saw no clearer models of "the 
Old Negro" than long-suffering Christians and their ministers. While 
Du Bois, an early prototype of the New Negro, had characterized the 
black minister as a man at "the center of a group of men," New Negroes 
aspired to a form of cultural leadership independent of the influence of 
the church.4 With certain important exceptions such as Countee Cullen, 
most of the younger coterie of writers and artists, and many of the 
older cohort such as Du Bois, Locke, and James Weldon Johnson, 
viewed the traditions of the church with some dis-ease, if not suspi-
cion, wondering whether those traditions impeded rather than en-
hanced the possibility of the race achieving "self-conscious manhood." 
In the balance of this essay, I will examine Zora Neale Hur-
ston's particular contribution to this discourse on gender, race, and re-
ligion. Of all the writers of the period, Hurston had, perhaps, the clos-
est view of the migration and its religious pulses. In many respects, 
she embodies the history of the migration and values of the New Ne-
gro, scrambling her way by imagination, main strength, and force of 
will from a modest Florida home to a graduate degree in anthropol-
ogy and eventual recognition as a major American writer. She was, in 
fact, the only major writer of the Renaissance to be raised in the rural 
landscape of the Deep South, unless one counts Richard Wright's late 
participation in the Renaissance. Moreover, she grew up in the home 
of a southern preacher, witnessing the power and possibilities of such 
a life in its home territory. Finally, as the most significant woman 
writer of the Renaissance, Hurston's suspicions that the Christianity 
of her youth was a weak and tepid—not to say unmanly—answer to 
the problems facing modern African Americans clarifies the degree to 
which this was a central feature of the discourse on gender, race, and 
religion during the period among New Negroes in general. By exam-
ining in detail Hurston's view of the relationship between Christian-
ity and masculinity, we are able to revise the usual understanding of 
Hurston's gender politics, and we can also get a better sense of the 
contribution of the Harlem Renaissance to the discourses of race, 
masculinity, and religion in American culture. 
Masculinity and Religion 
Critics have written frequently on Hurston's understanding 
of gender, sometimes focusing on the androgynous appeal, and threat, 
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of characters such as Janie Crawford in Hurston's best known novel, 
Their Eyes Were Watching God. In characters like Janie, Hurston dem-
onstrated her fierce belief in an absolute individualism and conse-
quent self-reliance. This individualism informed her understanding 
of gender and race alike, believing that every tub—white or black, 
male or female—must sit on its own bottom.5 Such a philosophy did 
not bode well for rigid definitions of gender identity. Robert Hemen-
way suggests that, even in her youth, Hurston's behavior crashed 
against gender expectations in her community: "Her parents urged 
her to play with her Christmas dolls, but dolls caught the devil 
around Zora: 'They got into fights and leaked sawdust before New 
Year's.' She was an unreconstructed tomboy who spied noble, grew 
like a gourd vine, and yelled bass like a gator."6 
However, while recognizing Hurston's rejection of feminine 
stereotypes, Hurston criticism has done little to examine her attitudes 
toward masculinity, underscoring instead Hurston's self-description 
as the "eternal feminine" and emphasizing the role of her heroic 
women in resisting patriarchy. Men, and the way men behave, tend to 
be seen as the oppressive forces that women must resist and refuse. At 
the extreme, Susan Meisenhelder sees a Manichaean division between 
men and women in Hurston's work, with black men as insidious sur-
rogates of white power. Enclosed in her role as an exemplary literary 
ancestor, Hurston's own pugnacious defiance of the clothes and cate-
gories of gender tends to retreat meekly behind the gender divide of 
contemporary criticism. 
Taking Hurston's appeal to equality, individualism, and an-
drogyny seriously, it seems clear that men and what it means to "be a 
man" play a more complicated and important role in Hurston's imag-
ination than is generally recognized. Above all, men possess and dis-
play power—whether sexual, geographic, literary, or religious power— 
that Hurston desires for herself. Males, then, are regularly oppressive, 
but there is, nevertheless, something about their "masculinity" that is 
also often desirable. Indeed, careful examination of Hurston's work 
suggests that far from simply trying to lay men low, Hurston idealizes 
many "masculine" cultural styles as she saw them embodied in her 
home community of Eatonville and elsewhere.7 
Crucial to her developing sense of gender were Hurston's 
years growing up in the home of a Christian minister. Early in her au-
tobiography, Dust TracL· on a Road, Hurston defines her struggles with 
gender expectations by insisting that her body matches blow for blow 
and stride for stride the boys with whom she travels as an equal com-
panion. The ability to dish it out and take it lifts her above the common 
run of girls: 
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I discovered that I was extra strong by playing with other girls 
near my age. I had no way of judging the force of my playful 
blows, and so I was always hurting somebody. Then they would 
say I meant to hurt and go home and leave me. Everything was 
all right, however, when I played with boys. It was a shameful 
thing to admit being hurt among them. Furthermore, they could 
dish it out themselves, and I was acceptable to them because I 
was the one girl who could take a good pummeling without 
running home to tell.8 
Hurston palpably admires the masculine culture of the playground. 
Among boys, Hurston discovers her body as a weapon, and she 
knows it as extra strong primarily because the girls complain and run 
"home to tell." Hurston apparently hurts the boys as well, but "it was 
a shameful thing to admit being hurt among them." Boys display an 
incipient self-reliance by being able to "dish it out themselves," whereas 
girls rely on powerful adult others for solace. Being a girl here means 
looking to others to defend or secure your place in the game of the 
world. Being a boy means refusing to recognize pain in order to re-
main part of the pack. Hurston asserts her status as an individual by 
her ability to sustain herself in a masculine culture on its own terms. 
In short, Hurston first discovers herself as a person not by doing the 
things required of the little girls in her childhood culture, but by fol-
lowing in the path of self-reliance—an often treacherous and oppres-
sive path, but one that is ideologically required of little boys. 
These lessons of the playground are reinforced by the lessons 
learned in her intellectual and spiritual development. Describing the 
gendered features of what she calls her "inside search," Hurston ev-
erywhere refuses the stereotypical behavior of little girls. She can't 
play with dolls like all the other girls. She can't please her father by 
acting in a demure and ladylike manner, nor can she quell her ambi-
tious imagination even in the face of her father's threats that she was 
acting "too white." While Hurston remembers her father's disgust at 
having two daughters, what stands out most in these memories is 
Hurston's unwillingness to play the role of the little girl that her 
father assigned her {Oust Tracks, 38-40). 
While the rigid limits of conventional gender categories had 
become increasingly permeable by the time Hurston wrote her auto-
biography in 1942, in the childhood she records, community stan-
dards enforced gender conventions along familiar lines of nineteenth-
century middle-class propriety.9 Her resistance to these conventions 
inevitably clashed with the conservative religion that shaped the 
community into which she was born. Hurston grew up in a middle-
class household of a respectable and influential small-town minister, a 
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household that valued the gender ideals of the late nineteenth-century 
middle-class, ideals of feminine virtue reinforced by their Christian 
faith. Remembering her childhood gender trouble, Hurston recalls 
the role of religion and mythology in her awakening literary imagina-
tion. Breaking past the "femininity" expected of a young Christian girl 
in her household, young Zora is drawn not to the Christian God of 
her community, nor even to the goddesses of antiquity. She rejoices in-
stead in the seductive power of the male gods and demi-gods of the 
pagan religions. 
Why did the Norse tales strike so deeply into my soul? I do not 
know, but they did. I seemed to remember seeing Thor swing 
his mighty short-handled hammer as he sped across the sky in 
rumbling thunder, lightning flashing from the tread of his 
steeds and the wheels of his chariot. The great and good Odin, 
who went down to the well of knowledge to drink, and was 
told that the price of a drink from that fountain was an eye. 
Odin drank deeply, then plucked out one eye without a mur-
mur and handed it to the grizzly keeper, and walked away. That 
held majesty for me. (Dust Tracks, 53) 
Of all the gods and goddesses, Hurston resolved to be like 
Hercules, who makes his future mostly by main strength and force of 
will. The "tricks and turns" of all the others "left [her] cold" (54). 
Leaving her cold too are the fictional female models promoted in 
Christian books that her parents gave her to read: 
thin books about this and that sweet and gentle little girl who 
gave up her heart to Christ and good works. Almost always 
they died from it, preaching as they passed. I was utterly indif-
ferent to their deaths I didn't care how soon they rolled up 
their big, soulful, blue eyes and kicked the bucket. They had no 
meat on their bones. (54) 
Hurston here seems to be invoking the girl heroines of 
nineteenth-century sentimental romance, female Christs whom Har-
riet Beecher Stowe idealized in Little Eva of Uncle Tom's Cabin and 
whom Mark Twain skewered in his rendering of Emmeline Granger-
ford in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Gloria Cronin has sug-
gested that Hurston constructs a feminocentric spirituality to combat 
the overbearing patriarchy of her youthful Christianity.10 However, in 
her autobiography, at least, she characterizes Christianity not with 
overbearing men but with weak women, or, more precisely, "girls" 
who have no meat on their bones. Here one catches a whiff of Hur-
ston's suspicion that the Christianity of her childhood was too girlish 
to do her good. Of course, "girlish" behavior and patriarchy are 
234 Religion and American Culture 
hardly incompatible. Indeed, one means of establishing patriarchal 
control has been to insist on the demure and disembodied spiritual-
ism of women. However, Hurston makes it clear that not only are thin 
girls' books thin gruel for the spirit, but that, as she understands it, 
Christianity as such shows all too little force of spirit, all too little 
meat on the bones to do much good. Describing her earliest reading of 
the Bible, she idealizes a virile masculinity that she suspects the 
Christianity around her has lost, or perhaps never possessed. 
I happened to open to the place where David was doing some 
mighty smiting, and I got interested. David went here and he 
went there, and no matter where he went, he smote 'em hip and 
thigh. Then he sung songs to his harp awhile, and went out and 
smote some more. Not one time did David stop and preach 
about sins and things. All David wanted to know from God was 
who to kill and when. He took care of other details himself. 
Never a quiet moment. I liked him a lot. So I read a great deal 
more in the Bible, hunting for some more active people like 
David. Except for the beautiful language of Luke and Paul, the 
New Testament still plays a poor second to the Old Testament 
for me. The Jews had a God who laid about Him when they 
needed Him. I could see no use waiting till Judgment Day to see 
a man who was just crying for a good killing, to be told to go 
and roast. My idea was to give him a good killing first, and then 
if he got roasted later on, so much the better. (54-55) 
For Hurston, the Jewish God is a "real man" who gets things done, as 
are the people who follow him, like David. The ambiguity of the last 
sentences in this passage is especially telling. On the one hand, of 
course, Hurston imagines some unjust man getting what is coming to 
him, by her first and by God later. On the other hand, the man Chris-
tians wait to see on judgment day is Christ himself: ironically, a man 
who has, in the Christian narratives, had a "good killing." Within the 
categories of the conservative southern Protestantism into which she 
was born, he is also the man who will quite likely tell her "to go and 
roast" on judgment day. However, Hurston has little use for the intri-
cacies of salvation and damnation. She plainly admires the main 
strength of David and David's God, men who set their face toward the 
world and act, men who make a difference here and now, which may 
mean, indeed, making a difference in blood. 
Hurston constructs the relationship between Christianity and 
masculinity in similar ways throughout her nonfiction, suggesting 
that her experiences and perceptions on the playground were the 
seed of Hurston's adult philosophy, near the root of her hard-edged 
individualism that matured during the Harlem Renaissance. These 
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lessons echo in her derision of the "sobbing school of Negrohood"11 
and suggest an early aesthetic distaste for fastidious and subtle intro-
spection.12 Eight years prior to Dust Tracks, Hurston indicated that 
embodiment and successful physical action are the first and most nec-
essary characteristics of African American culture heroes. She lists Pe-
ter the Apostle as a culture hero third in importance behind Jack and 
the devil, explaining her ranking as follows: 
The Negro is not a Christian really. The primitive gods are not 
deities of too subtle inner reflection; they are hard-working 
bodies who serve their devotees just as laboriously as the sup-
pliant serves them. Gods of physical violence, stopping at noth-
ing to serve their followers. Now of all the apostles, Peter is the 
most active. When the other ten fell back trembling in the gar-
den, Peter wielded the blade on the posse. Peter first and fore-
most in all action. The gods of no peoples have been philosophic 
until the people themselves have approached that state.13 
Hurston determines the validity of God or the gods not through the 
refinements of theological insight or the consolations of meditative re-
flection but through the exercise of material power as represented in a 
particular form of masculinity. 
This need for forceful action partially explains Hurston's 
championing of conjure men and women and her appreciation of the 
entire mythology and practice of voodoo. Critical to Hurston's con-
ception of voodoo and African American folk religions is not that it is 
feminocentric and only partially that it is egalitarian. Rather, for Hur-
ston, the spiritualism of such men and women delivers the goods. In 
one of the most dramatic of the folktales Hurston records, Uncle Mon-
day, a conjure man, takes terrifying revenge on a conjure woman, 
Aunt Judy Bickerstaff, who had tried to usurp his power. Using his 
power as a conjure man, Uncle Monday leaves her in a gator-filled 
swamp unable to walk or even speak to cry out for help. Unlike 
"Sweat," where a story of an abusive husband elicits our sympathy 
for the victimized wife, this tale recalls Hurston's belief that if she 
wanted to dish it out, she had to be prepared to take it as well, and her 
belief that life goes to the strong. Similarly, in Tell My Horse, Hurston 
favorably evaluates the primarily male pantheon of gods in Haitian 
voodoo, again basing this evaluation on the practical benefit of the 
voodoo religion.14 
Late in Dust Tracks, as Hurston summarizes her thoughts 
about the progress of organized religion and especially of Chris-
tianity, she paints it as a crutch for those too weak to face life on 
their own. 
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People need religion because the great masses fear life and its 
consequences. Its responsibilities weigh heavy. Feeling a weak-
ness in the face of great forces, men seek an alliance with om-
nipotence to bolster up their feeling of weakness, even though 
the omnipotence they rely upon is a creature of their own 
minds. It gives them a feeling of security. Strong, self-determining 
men are notorious for their lack of reverence. Constantine, hav-
ing converted millions to Christianity by the sword, himself 
refused the consolation of Christ until his last hour. Some say 
not even then Prayer is for those who need it. Prayer seems 
to me a cry of weakness, and an attempt to avoid, by trickery, 
the rules of the game as laid down. I do not choose to admit 
weakness. I accept the challenge of responsibility. Life, as it is, 
does not frighten me. (277-78) 
Hurston aligns herself with men like Constantine, whom she per-
ceives as strong and self-determining. Indeed, earlier in the chapter, 
she suggests that, without Constantine's willingness to use the sword, 
Christianity would have died an early death. While she clearly appre-
ciates the drama of the rural church of her childhood, she cannot fol-
low the humble example of the men and women who fall on their 
knees and pray. For her, they are too much like the weaker gods who 
get things done by trickery, too much like the girls of her childhood 
who run home to their mothers when the progress of the game turns 
against them. 
The practical power exemplified by the masculine gods lies 
close to the nub not only of Hurston's understanding of religion but 
also of artistic creativity. For her, the insipid girls' books and their 
tearful Christianity are not simply bad in terms of their ideology; they 
are bad in terms of their artistry, failing to hold her aesthetic interest 
when compared to the works of Thor and Odin. Similarly, David 
moves fluidly from singing to slaying, from swinging the sword to 
singing his songs. She leaves David's sometimes questionable moral-
ity unmentioned; indeed, she reconstructs him as a man unconcerned 
with ethics in a way that seems critical to his character as artist and 
soldier: he doesn't waste time preaching about "sins and things." 
While Paul and Luke have beautiful language, they have no drama 
and, thus, little that holds the reader's interest. Indeed, Hurston sees 
the dramatic battlers as exemplary of life as it ought to be lived, com-
bat between equals being a kind of art form in itself. Conflict, well 
played, gives Hurston aesthetic satisfaction. 
Discord is more natural than accord. If we accept the doctrine of 
the survival of the fittest, there are more fighting honors than 
there are honors for other achievements. Humanity places pre-
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miums on all things necessary to its well-being, and a valiant 
and good fighter is valuable in any community. So why hide the 
light under a bushel? Moreover, intimidation is a recognized 
part of warfare the world over, and threats certainly must be 
listed under that head. So that a great threatener must certainly 
be considered an aid to the fighting machine. So then if a man or 
a woman is a facile hurler of threats, why should he or she not 
show their wares to the community? Hence, the holding of all 
quarrels and fights in the open. One relieves one's pent-up an-
ger and at the same time earns laurels in mtimidation. Besides, 
one does the community a service. There is nothing so exhila-
rating as watching well-matched opponents go into action. The 
entire world likes action, for that matter. Hence prize-fighters 
become millionaires.15 
Like conjure men, prize-fighters deliver the goods. Such men change 
the world, the fundamental premise of creativity. The creative artist 
finds her best models in these men of action. Significantly, Hurston 
sees language as one important area in which men and women 
readily participate on an equal creative basis. While the practices of 
signifying and tall-tale-telling or "lying" are dominated by men in 
Hurston's work, it is also a practice in which women such as Big 
Sweet readily participate. Noting Big Sweet's facility with language, 
Hurston says the following about the game of playing the dozens: "If 
you are sufficiently armed—enough to stand off a panzer division— 
and know what to do with your weapons after you get 'em, it is all 
right to go to the house of your enemy, put one foot up on his steps, 
rest one elbow on your knee and play in the family.... But if you have 
no faith in your personal courage and confidence in your arsenal, 
don't try it. It is a risky pleasure" (Dust Tracks, 187). People who use 
language well are creative battlers, every bit as important to the com-
munity as the warrior who is echoed in the prize-fighter. They exist, 
in Hurston's mind, at the opposite extreme of the praying faithful 
who were often taken, in the minds of most African and European 
Americans alike, as the best symbols of African American spiritual 
and cultural power. 
Hurston's Literary Men 
Given Hurston's idealization of at least some fairly tradi-
tional forms of masculine behavior, as well as her link between virile 
embodiment and the possibility of art, it seems pertinent to revisit 
Hurston's literary men who have been, in the main, seen as little more 
than villainous brutes. Even generous readings of Hurston's men tend 
to see them as robust and talented beings who are tragically flawed 
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by their being male. Most of Hurston's literary men, however, can be 
readily seen as creative battlers with both their tongues and their fists, 
participating in the vitality that Hurston found so appealing in the 
male demi-gods of her childhood reading. While these men are 
often given to ridiculous or oppressive "tricks and turns," they also often 
possess the kind of spunk and main strength that Hurston gives every 
indication she finds attractive. In such cases, they are possessors of 
dangerous fire that Hurston, a female Prometheus, finds very desir-
able indeed. 
John Pearson from Jonah's Gourd Vine provides a useful case 
in point. Jonah's Gourd Vine tells the story of John Pearson's rise from 
abused child to manual laborer and, finally, to an influential minister 
and local leader. Characterized by immense physical strength, sexual 
virility, and magnificent gifts as a speaker, John's rise to family, reli-
gious, and social leadership is complicated by his tendency to remain 
a "natural man." He expresses this "naturalness" in his multiple infi-
delities with women in his parish. By turns, critics have considered 
Pearson "an irresponsible child" or a tragic character unable to con-
trol the "brute-beast" of his own sexuality.16 Others see him as a fic-
tional surrogate for Hurston's father, which allows Hurston to write 
"a female revenge story," while still others see "a broken man, de-
feated by his sexual license."17 Such judgments ignore Hurston's own 
judgment of what she had created in the person of John Pearson. Re-
sponding to criticism of the book in the New York Times, Hurston 
wrote to James Weldon Johnson: 
I suppose that you have seen the criticism of my book in The 
New York Times. He means well, I guess, but I never saw such a 
lack of information about us. It just seems that he is unwilling to 
believe that a Negro preacher could have so much poetry in 
him. When you and I (who seem to be the only ones even 
among Negroes who recognize the barbaric poetry in their ser-
mons) know that there are hundreds of preachers who are 
equaling that sermon weekly. He does not know that merely be-
ing a good man is not enough to hold a Negro preacher in an 
important charge. He must also be an artist. He must be both a 
poet and an actor of a very high order, and then he must have 
the voice and figure. He does not realize or is unwilling to ad-
mit that the light that shone from GOD'S TROMBONES was 
handed to you, as was the sermon to me in Jonah's Gourd Vine.18 
Far from being an "irresponsible child," Pearson, as Hurston 
evaluates him, exemplifies the very folk culture from which her cre-
ativity springs. Most crucial in Pearson's character are not his moral 
failings: "merely being a good man" is not enough, however admira-
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ble that may be. Rather, John's physical and creative power are cru-
cially related: he must be a poet and an actor, and he must cut an im-
pressive physical image in both voice and figure. Hemenway and 
Brown emphasize the split between the "natural man" and the "man 
of God" within John Pearson, tending to see Pearson's "natural" sex-
ual urges as uncontrollable and thereby destroying his abilities as a 
"man of God." But taking Hurston's own tendency to link closely 
physical and artistic prowess—and noting as well her distaste for 
Christianity's concern with sin—we might better wonder whether, in 
Hurston's view, Pearson's position as a "man of God" undermined 
and destroyed him as a "natural man," that is, destroyed—or at least 
compromised—the natural root that, in Hurston's conception of aes-
thetics, fed his poetic leadership. 
Avoiding the tendency to read Hurston as if she believed in 
the girls' books of her childhood, John Lowe rightly notes that, to the 
degree that this story is autobiographical, "telling her father's story 
meant not only appropriating his voice but becoming that voice."19 
Like Janie in a different context, Hurston crosses rigid gender divi-
sions by becoming the masculine voice of her father. Further, Lowe 
makes clear that in many respects John Pearson's voice, the root of his 
preacherly authority, is a sexual instrument for provoking and fulfill-
ing desire.20 Thus, the irony of Jonah's Gourd Vine lies not in John's fa-
tal inability to control his sexual urges but in the contradictory re-
quirements placed upon a preacher in a small southern town. The 
minister occupies a social position in which the community requires 
poetry that springs from the "natural man," even while the commu-
nity contradictorily demands adherence to the strictest version of 
Christian morality, a morality with which Hurston is fundamentally 
impatient. Alan Brown comes closest to the nub of this argument 
when he suggests that "the contempt that was shown John Pearson— 
sexually potent bull—by the upright members of the community— 
the ravenous, cowardly wolves—was fueled by a lethal combination 
of fear and jealousy."21 Extending his reading, we can suggest that, in 
Jonah's Gourd Vine, Hurston critiques not so much sexually adven-
turous men but a Christian ethos that she believes will not allow for 
the virile poetry that the church community otherwise demands of 
its leaders. 
Seen in this way, John Pearson recalls Hurston's David—a 
man who "smote 'em hip and thigh," a man who plays on his harp be-
fore going out to smite some more; a man, too, who had little time for 
preaching about sin; a man, finally, whom Hurston opposes to her 
failed and fainting Christians. Indeed, what seems to fit John for lead-
ership is not his devotion to a Christian morality or doctrine but 
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rather his physical strength, sexual energy, and creativity with lan-
guage. Early in the novel, John establishes his essentially moral na-
ture by protecting his mother from his stepfather's abuse. Similarly, in 
a logging camp, John establishes his leadership through his physical 
strength and through his willingness to pummel those who betray his 
friends. John's leadership in the community seems most "natural" 
when expressed in the pre-institutional context of the Negro quarters 
and only becomes compromised and complicated as he begins to pur-
sue leadership through the church, partially as a consequence of seek-
ing Lucy's hand in marriage. 
At the end of the novel, after a long life of philandering and 
repentance, John dies in a wreck after having fallen one last time into 
infidelity after a long period of faithfulness. However, John only dies 
after verbally abusing his paramour, saying, "Ah hope you rot in hell! 
Ah hope you never rise to judgement." Shoving her in a ditch, he des-
perately drives away toward home, accusing himself as "False pre-
tender! Outside show to the world!" He further swears that he will 
now have "Faith and no questions asked."22 In short, John gives him-
self over to the discourses of sin and damnation that Hurston else-
where finds exasperating. The wreck happens not as John flees mar-
riage and Christian convention but as he embraces some of the most 
basic conventions of a conservative Christian morality. Given Hur-
ston's judgment on the failed drama of such morality, we might won-
der whether what has depleted John in Hurston's mind is his virile 
sexuality or his Christianity. Becoming the conventional Christian 
man, John holds no interest as a verbal artist. The deus ex machina end-
ing of the train hitting John's car as he is speeding home to the arms of 
his loving wife signals not so much judgment on John's philandering 
ways as that John's Christianity has finally dissolved the fundament 
of poetry located in "the natural man." Like the girls of the Christian 
books Hurston read as a child, John has finally given up his life to 
"Christ and good works." Like them, too, he has "died from it," preach-
ing as he passed. 
Following in this light, we can see that most of Hurston's men 
fall into this dynamic wherein physical prowess—whether sexual, 
pugilistic, or something else—determines creative power. Moses, in 
Moses, Man of the Mountain, is both a warrior and a conjure man who 
can make nature obey him. While it is easy to shrink from Moses' kill-
ing of Aaron at the end of the novel, this act follows in a close line 
with what Hurston has valued elsewhere in her writing. Aaron is pri-
marily a sniveling coward whom no one could count on to stand up 
and be trusted. His sycophancy and his willingness to do anything 
out of fear have, in the context of the novel's discourses of power, 
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made him a man in need of a good killing. Similarly, Jim Meserve's 
rape of Arvay in Seraph on the Suwanee is horrifying. But viewed in the 
context of the culture that Hurston examines, what is vicious in the 
novel is not simply Jim's violence but Arvay's disembodied and re-
pressed Christianity, a religion that Jim mocks readily and seems to 
tolerate only when and where he has to. While Jim has freed himself 
to experience his body and its powers, Arvay struggles with a reli-
gious world in which sex can only be understood as "rape." Jim, by 
contrast, is a man who acts upon the world to change it. 
This structure extends in some ways even to that great male 
hero of contemporary Hurston criticism, Teacake from Thar Eyes Were 
Watching God. While contemporary criticism has emphasized Teacake 
and Janie's mutuality as if Teacake were a precursor to contemporary 
forms of enlightened masculinity, Teacake also falls into any number 
of stereotypical masculine behaviors. Teacake is as willing to use vio-
lence as Moses or John, he is a risk taker who makes his life by gam-
bling, and he is a traveling man who feels restless if he stays in one 
place too long. If we must see Teacake as a man given to mutuality 
and the more stereotypically "feminine" traits of mutual conversation 
and nurture, we must surely also see him embodying everything ste-
reotypically "masculine" that Hurston has given every indication she 
finds attractive. Teacake, on this score, is Janie's androgynous coun-
terpart, embodying "masculine" and "feminine" in such a way that 
leaves such categories largely indeterminate. 
Finally, this rereading of Hurston's literary men suggests the 
need for rethinking Hurston's literary women, and that rereading in 
turn requires more careful cognizance of the ways Hurston's work de-
composes regnant understandings of the masculine/feminine divide 
in her own day. Understanding Hurston's appreciation for masculine 
creativity, we discover her delight in women who seize masculine pre-
serves for themselves. Her favored strong woman throughout Mules 
and Men and Dust Trades is Big Sweet, a well-armed and physically 
impressive woman who, after disputing with and dismissing a white 
sheriff, is described by a male partner as "uh whole woman and half 
uh man."23 In Seraph on the Suwanee, Arvay's world so alienates women 
from their bodies that they can only allow themselves to experience 
sexual pleasure if they can also insist that they experienced it while 
being violated. In this respect, she embodies the passive female that 
Hurston consistently scorns and that she disparages in favor of the 
frankly erotic gods of Haiti.24 Far from endorsing a culture in which 
rape and repression are mutually implied, the novel traces the process 
of redefining sexuality in such a way that Arvay can possess her own 
body and sexuality. By the end of the novel, Arvay has at last begun 
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the process of owning herself as a physical human being. She physi-
cally attacks a ship's mate who is fighting with Jim Meserve. Later, she 
strips and seduces Jim into bed in what amounts to her first impor-
tant, if still somewhat timid, act of sexual aggressiveness, her first act 
of what Jim Meserve has called a "knowing and doing sort of love." 
Even Janie's apotheosis in Their Eyes Were Watching God de-
pends partly on Janie's wresting the sources of male power for herself. 
While many readings of the novel emphasize Janie's mutuality with 
her friend on the porch, this mutuality partly depends on Janie's nar-
rated willingness to cross the gender divide, evident in her return to 
the town.25 Indeed, the novel opens with Janie striding into town 
dressed in overalls, her refusal to occupy a settled gender type lead-
ing the townspeople on the porch to fear and deride her. In the course 
of the novel, she learns to play the dozens and disparages Joe Starks' 
masculinity, an event so traumatic that Joe Starks dies. She learns to 
play checkers from Teacake as well. While checkers is merely a game, 
it is also a ritual of masculine dominance from which the men had 
carefully excluded Janie. Teacake's teaching her the game is in part a 
representation of egalitarianism, but it also suggests that such egali-
tarianism expects Janie to compete as his equal in at least this part of 
the masculine world. In the end, Janie even takes up Teacake's gun to 
kill him when he has gone mad from a dog bite, having learned from 
him the willingness to use violence to protect herself. Having taken 
this fire from the male gods, Janie faces and joins the masculine world 
as an equal. She has become the kind of woman that Hurston de-
scribes herself as being, a woman like David, standing "on the peaky 
mountain wrapped in rainbows, with a harp and a sword in [her] 
hands" (Dust Tracks, 280). 
Hurston's constructions of the relationship between gender 
and religion are hardly idiosyncratic. Indeed, Harold Segel has shown 
that an obsession with physical power and mastery, what he calls "the 
physical imperative," was characteristic of modernism throughout 
Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, evident in 
writers as diverse as Nietzsche, Bergson, and Teddy Roosevelt. More, 
Segel demonstrates that this physical imperative issued in criticisms 
of organized religion, especially Christianity and Judaism, as effemi-
nate or unmanly.26 Hurston's construction of a Christianity emascu-
lated when compared to the virility of Old Testament or pagan gods 
further reflects a much larger tide of discourse flowing out of the Har-
lem Renaissance. In the Renaissance, Christianity is often depicted as 
weak or debilitating, something that interferes with the masculine 
struggle for recognition carried out by the New Negro. This tide crested 
in Längsten Hughes' notorious poem, "Goodbye Christ," wherein 
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Hughes dismisses the Christ of the churches in favor of the larger, 
more manly spirit he found in socialism, a political movement he an­
thropomorphizes as a "real guy."27 
Hurston's work is intriguing not simply because she can be 
connected to these larger discourses but because her use of these dis­
courses transforms them and breaks down traditional conceptions of 
gender roles and relations. As Gerald Early has suggested, the politi­
cal and cultural imperatives of the New Negro were imperatives to 
"manhood." Thus, tike projects and politics of the Harlem Renaissance 
were a privileged male preserve.28 While she clearly employs a domi­
nant Renaissance discourse concerning religion and masculinity, Hur­
ston uses it to break down the cultural privileges of males. One of the 
most significant ways in which men such as Jody Starks are destruc­
tive in Hurston's work is in their effort to preserve supposedly "mas­
culine" cultural styles as an exclusively male domain. Janie Crawford, 
like all the most powerful and interesting women in Hurston's writ­
ing, crosses the boundary of gender that is so readily apparent in her 
community, and in Hurston's childhood. As a result, Hurston's work 
announces the end of "masculinity" as an exclusively male preserve, 
indeed, imagines an end to the masculine/feminine divide. Recogniz­
ing these blurred gender codes in Hurston's work allows also for a 
greater appreciation of Hurston's literary men, men who are, ironi­
cally, not so much images of masculinity. Rather, they are men made 
in the image of Zora Neale Hurston herself. What Hemenway says of 
Hurston is also true of both the men and women she creates: they spy 
noble, they grow like gourd vines, and they yell bass like gators. 
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